Interviewer: Isn't it true that growing up Catholic you're cursed with the view of women either as virgins or whores?
Madonna: I was certainly aware of it, but I couldn't understand why you couldn't be both.
-Benson and Metz, The Madonna Companion
Why do artists who were raised as Catholics tend to create work that deals with sexuality in ways that the larger culture reads as transgressive? Are there religious roots to the way they deal with issues of body, identity, and sex? And what does it mean for women artists, in particular, to absorb the mixed messages of Catholicism?
It is commonplace to assume that religion and avant garde art are by defi nition adversaries. But in fact, far from being irrelevant or antithetical to advanced art, religion has been a powerful source of artistic inspiration for many contemporary artists. However, this infl uence does not always manifest itself in obvious ways, or in forms acceptable to the various religious establishments. Instead, world, and thus tend to view the world, and human society, as inherently good and Godlike. "Dialectically" thinking Protestants, on the other hand, assume that God is radically absent from the world and discloses himself only on rare occasions. Thus, for them, human society is God-forsaken, unnatural, and oppressive. Standing against society, the spiritually inclined human must break away from the world and relate to God as a completely free individual (Tracy 1990, 436-38) .
The roots of this "Catholic," or perhaps more accurately "incarnational," imagination can be traced to Christian theology, with its emphasis on the dual importance of Christ's humanity and his divinity. From the early Christian era on, an incarnational consciousness has manifested itself in devotional literature and art that uses metaphors of bodily pleasure and pain to bring the believer closer to a loving relationship with God.
In America, manifestations of the "Catholic" or "incarnational" imagination are complicated by the lingering effects of this nation's early Puritan heritage and by the peculiar history of the relationship between church and state. These have laid the groundwork for many of the more notorious art controversies in recent years. But even when the work of Catholic-raised artists such as Robert Mapplethorpe, Andres Serrano, Robert Gober, Terrence McNalley, Chris Ofi li, and Karen Finley has been read (and misread) as criticisms of organized religion, it is possible to trace the infl uence of Catholicism on their vision of the world.
For women artists from Catholic backgrounds, the effects of the incarnational imagination are rendered even more complex by the ambiguous messages relayed by the personae of Catholicism's female role models. The most powerful of these is that of the Virgin Mary. Mariology-the veneration of the Virgin Mary-is one of the points of doctrine that most clearly separates Protestants and Catholics. While Protestants tend to downplay Mary's role, seeing her simply as an exemplary woman, for Catholics she performs multiple functions. She is the embodiment of perfect motherhood, the compassionate intermediary with God, Queen of Heaven, and hence Bride of Christ (a pair of functions that would seem to be in confl ict with her role as Christ's mother), champion of the oppressed, protector of the church, and worker of miracles. She is revered in the latter capacity by Pope John Paul II, who credits her with thwarting the attempt on his life in 1981 which, it turns out, took place on the anniversary of her appearance to a group of Portuguese children in Fatima in 1917.
But if Mary is the ultimate heroine to some, for others she is a symbol of the Catholic Church's archaic attitude toward women. A crucial part of her persona is her purity. This manifests itself in her lifelong virginity and her "Immaculate Conception," the miraculous circumstance by which she was born without the stain of sin that infects the soul of all other humans born since the original transgression of Adam and Eve. By denying Mary a sexual nature, many modern commentators believe that the Catholic church has seized upon a doctrinal justifi cation for its refusal to deal honestly with female equality and human sexuality.
In her study of the evolution of the cult of the Virgin Mary, historian Marina Warner concludes that Mary has been transformed from a real woman who is barely mentioned in the Bible into a symbol of unattainable female perfection. This idea of perfection, Warner notes, is "built on the equivalence between goodness, motherhood, purity, gentleness and submission" (1983, 335) , hardly a set of attributes likely to help the modern woman make her way in a male-dominated world. Further, the myth is built on an irresolvable contradiction-Mary establishes motherhood as woman's highest destiny while valorizing the state of virginity that would prevent ordinary women from achieving that destiny. Thus, Warner concludes, "The Virgin Mary is not the innate archetype of female nature, the dream incarnate; she is the instrument of a dynamic argument from the Catholic Church about the structure of society, presented as a God-given code" (1983, 335) .
Garry Wills takes similar aim at the doctrine of Mary's virginity, seeing in it the roots of what he believes are the Church's wrongheaded positions on contraception, female clergy, and priestly celibacy. Like Warner, he argues that these doctrines have the effect of perpetuating women's inferior status within the Church. He quotes Catholic novelist Mary Gordon: "In my day, Mary was a stick to beat smart girls with. Her example was held up constantly, an example of silence, of subordination, of the pleasure of taking the back seat. . . . For women like me, it was necessary to reject that image of Mary in order to hold onto the fragile hope of intellectual achievement, independence of identity, sexual fulfi llment. Yet we were offered no alternative to this Marian image; hence we were denied a potent female image whose application was universal" (2000, 204) .
Such voices are countered by other commentators who argue that it is a mistake to reduce Mary to an argument for virginity. Seeking a more layered understanding of Mary, poet Kathleen Norris celebrates her symbolic status: ". . . if we insist too much on a literal Mary, encasing her too fi rmly in the dress of a fi rst century peasant, we risk losing her as a living symbol" (1999, 17) . She suggests we think of virginity more as a state of mind, a way of assenting to a new unself-centered identity. This idea reemerges in a surprising place, when the Virgin Mary's namesake, the pop star Madonna, takes on the persona of a sexually experienced woman in her music video "Like a Virgin." Wearing a white wedding dress, she croons to her new lover, "You make me feel like a virgin, touched for the very fi rst time."
Meanwhile, in some Catholic cultures, Mary has become a political symbol. In the guise of the Virgin of Guadalupe, who appeared as a woman of mixed race to an Indian peasant in Mexico in the sixteenth century, she has come to stand for ethnic pride and postcolonial resistance. Mexican-American writer Richard Rodriquez asserts, "The faith that Europe imposed in the sixteenth century was, by virtue of Guadalupe, embraced by the Indian. Catholicism has become an Indian religion. By the twenty-fi rst century, the locus of the Catholic Church, by virtue of numbers, will be Latin America by which time Catholicism itself will have assumed the aspect of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Brown skin" (1996, 24) .
For yet others, she is the promise of infi nite mercy. This Mary surfaces in the Beatles' secular hymn, "Let it Be," where she offers balm to the troubled soul. Drawing its refrain from the words with which Mary accepted her awesome role, the song offers the consoling message, "When I fi nd myself in times of trouble, Mother Mary comes to me, speaking words of wisdom, 'Let it be, Let it be'" (Lennon/McCartney, 1970) .
In these contradictory readings, Mary serves as symbol of fecundity and emblem of sterility, as embodiment of passivity and standard bearer of resistance, as scourge of schoolgirls and font of infi nite mother love. Her complex persona refl ects Catholicism's tendency to absorb and incorporate aspects of the religions of those regions into which it has been transplanted. Thus, there are traces in Mary of the fertility goddesses of the near east, of Diana, the Roman virgin goddess, of the lunar deities which in ancient Greece controlled women's menstrual cycles and hence female fecundity. In more recent history, the Virgin of Guadalupe's native antecedents are traced to the Aztec snake mother goddess, Tonantzin. Meanwhile, the Afro-Caribbean religions that developed with the conversion of African slaves in the new world melded Mary with Jemanja, goddess of the waters. From a feminist perspective, then, Mary offers a dual persona. Offi cial Catholic doctrines promote a patriarchal reading of her role, stressing her virginity and her exclusion from Original Sin. Such teachings have historically contributed to Western culture's devaluation of active female sexuality and have justifi ed women's exclusion from full participation in the Catholic Church. But even within her offi cial role, there are other, more female-friendly interpretations. In her role as intercessor and Queen of Heaven, Mary offers a model of female strength and power. And her lingering pagan aspects-her fecundity, her role of universal mother, her embodiment of the corporeal side of human nature-tie her to ancient nature cults and visions of matriarchy that became central to much feminist analysis in the 1970s.
The debate over Mary thus offers insight into Catholicism's ambiguous relationship to female sexuality. Perhaps nowhere do the contradictions become clearer than in Bernard of Clairvaux's twelfth-century sermons on the Song of Songs, the Old Testament paean to the beauties of married love. Historically, the Song of Songs has served as a metaphor fi rst for God's covenant with Israel and then for Christ's relationship to his Church. Bernard, the founder of the Hypatia Cistercian Order, took an almost Calvinist position toward Church ornament and visual pomp. Yet in his sermons, Bernard revels in the unabashedly erotic imagery of this psalm, from which he constructs a complex argument about the nature of Christ's love for his Church (see Evans 1987) .
In this schema, the bride of the verse stands both for the community of the faithful and for the individual soul. She also melds with the fi gure of the Virgin Mary, who, assumed bodily into heaven and embraced by Christ as her son/bridegroom, prefi gures the Church's future glory and the soul's promised union with Christ. In coronation tableaux and mosaics ornamenting twelfthcentury cathedrals inspired by Bernard's writings, Mary becomes a radiant young woman being crowned by Christ.
In Bernard's sermons, the bride is embraced by Christ the bridegroom whose kiss, symbol of the Holy Spirit, brings her a mystical understanding of God's love. The language is startlingly earthy to modern ears accustomed to more disembodied descriptions of divine love. Describing the bride's desire, Bernard says, "And she asks him for a kiss? Is she drunk? Indeed she is! And perhaps then when she burst forth thus she had come out of the wine cellar" (Evans 1987, 232) . The bridegroom, meanwhile, appears to the bride in various guise-as well as bridegroom, he is physician for the sick soul, travel companion, wealthy father and powerful king-because the soul's desires are so various that "it is essential that the taste of God's presence be varied too and that the infused fl avor of divine delight should titillate in manifold ways the palate of the soul that seeks him" (Evans 1987, 267) .
Bernard defends this eroticized language by maintaining that "The spiritual creature which we are has a body which is necessary to it, and without which it cannot reach that knowledge which is the only way to knowledge the blessed have." But despite such imagery, Bernard is quick to clarify that the bride ". . . loves in a holy way, because she does not love in fl eshly desire but in purity of spirit" (Evans 1987, 227) .
This mixed message about the value of the body and sexuality (especially female sexuality) lies at the heart of the female version of the Incarnational imagination. The full-fi gured nursing Mary radiates physicality and heady sensuality. In her role as Queen of Heaven, she is a commanding presence who is the object of Christ's desire. But she is also the eternal Virgin, whose physicality is compromised by her sexless conception and her special status as the only human after Adam and Eve born without sin.
The female Catholic imagination is further complicated by the prominent role in religious art and literature of the fi gure of Mary Magdalene who serves in many ways as the Virgin Mary's alter-ego. Mary Magdalene actually appears by name in the Bible only as one of Christ's female followers who "had been healed of evil spirits and infi rmities" (Luke 8:3 KJV), as witness to the crucifi xion, and as the fi rst person to encounter the resurrected Christ. However, she has been confl ated in popular tradition with an unnamed adulterous woman who was saved from stoning by Christ, and with Mary of Bethany, who sat at Christ's feet to learn while her sister Martha went about her domestic chores and who, with Martha, witnessed their brother Lazarus's miraculous resurrection.
Thus has grown up the myth of Mary Magdalene as the repentant prostitute and assertive acolyte who in some versions within popular culture (for example, Martin Scorcese's 1988 fi lm Last Temptation of Christ and the 1955 Nikos Kazantzakis novel that inspired it) is the unconsummated love interest of Jesus. She is also the author of one of the unoffi cial gnostic gospels rediscovered after nearly 2000 years in 1945. In this gospel, Mary Magdalene receives private information from Jesus that she shares with his discouraged disciples in the dark days after his departure from earth.
Artistic representations of Mary Magdalene generally stress her unfettered eroticism. While the Virgin Mary tends to be depicted fully dressed, except when she matter-of-factly offers her bare breast to her child, Mary Magdalene provided artists the opportunity to dwell on the charms of a fully sexual woman. Even after her conversion, she is depicted with the fl owing hair with which she is said to have washed Christ's feet. Frequently her long hair is her only adornment, and even when she is clothed, her breasts and full fi gure are clearly visible beneath her garments. A rare and striking exception to this voluptuous version of the Magdalene is Donatello's bronze sculpture that depicts her after her self-imposed thirty-year exile in the desert. Gaunt, wild eyed, and draped with wild animal skins, she seems to have abandoned her civilized demeanor for the life of a wild beast.
In the Catholic imagination, women's roles exist along a continuum suggested by Mary, the virgin mother, at one extreme, and Mary Magdalene, the redeemed seductress, on the other. As might be expected, this creates a set of meanings for the female body in Catholicism that contrasts sharply with those attached to the male body. Medieval scholar Caroline Walker Bynum (1992) points out that male and female bodies play very different roles in medieval theology. She cites the medieval mantra that "spirit is to fl esh as male is to female" (1992, 206) . To modern ears this would seem to be a restatement of tired justifi cations for the inferiority of women in the Christian order. But, while acknowledging the longstanding tradition that associated women with lust, physical weakness, and irrationality, Bynum argues that it would be a mistake to read the equating of woman and body too simply. She invokes the Incarnation to suggest that woman's association with the physical in the medieval world also gave her a privileged position (1992, 204) .
Bynum argues, "Medieval men and women did not take the equation of woman with body merely as the basis for misogyny. They also extrapolated from it to an association of woman with the body or humanity of Christ. Indeed, they often went so far as to treat Christ's fl esh as female, at least in certain of its salvifi c functions, especially its bleeding and nurturing. This fact helps us to understand why it was women more than men who imitated Christ bodily, especially in stigmata" (1992, 204)) As evidence. Bynam cites the existence of gender-bending images of a female Christ on the cross, the tendency of mystics and devotional writers to speak of Christ in female terms as mother, and the association in texts and images of the blood shed in Christ's Passion with women's monthly bleeding.
Eschewing the separation of body and soul and the estrangement from nature that accompanied the Cartesian revolution, medieval Christians posited an indivisible unity. Body was, from one perspective, a source of the temptations that lead to sin. But it was also, through its association with the body of Christ, the key to salvation and hence a means of access to the Divine. And as symbol of body, especially Christ's body, woman harbors humanity's potential for salvation.
The positive connotations of the female body in medieval theology resonate powerfully with contemporary feminism's emphasis on the idea of knowledge gained through the body. In the 1960s and 1970s, feminist theorists drew on such diverse sources as psychoanalysis, literature, history, and political theory to challenge the Western tradition's longstanding embrace of the mind/body split that formed the core of Cartesian rationalism. They noted that assumptions of female inferiority were grounded in the ancient association of woman with nature and body and, in the persona of Eve, with sin. By contrast, male superiority drew on the connection of the male with culture, mind, and spirit. Rather than deny this breakdown, many of the most vocal feminist art writers chose to turn it around, to celebrate the positive aspects of the female half of the equation.
Early feminist art theory is full of provocative ideas ranging from the persuasive to the preposterous. Interest soared in goddess cults, prehistoric matriarchal societies, and all-female communities. Feminist critics called for the return of a body consciousness in art and decried "masculinist" notions of high culture that undervalued female-associated activities such as craft, storytelling and decoration. Artists acknowledged their uniquely female experiences, made art that incorporated elements such as menstrual blood and placentas, stripped naked to celebrate their ownership of their own sexuality, and explored motifs and media that had long been invisible in a male dominated art world.
As might be expected, however, feminists did not speak with a single voice. In fact, feminism has proved as contentious in its own way as Christianity has been over the centuries. By the 1980s it was possible to discern an iconoclastic split between different approaches to feminism that in some ways echoes the divisions created by the Reformation when it sundered the Christian world into Catholic and Protestant camps.
At issue were the meanings of gender and the political implications of the representation of the female body. While the so-called "essentialists" sought to establish the existence of a distinctive female nature grounded in women's unique relationship to her body, the "deconstructionists" argued that gender was simply a "social construct," and that the assertion of a unique female identity actually reinforces social conventions that contribute to societal convictions of female inferiority.
The fault lines were particularly clear over the issue of female representation. "Essentialists" encouraged the celebration of female sexuality through positive images of the female body created by female artists, while "deconstructionists" believed that the naked female body is inevitably subject to the "male gaze," and thus plays into the culture's objectifi cation of women. On one side were artists such as Hannah Wilke, who posed naked in fl irtatious poses while cautioning her viewers to "Beware of Feminist Fascism." On the other were artists such as Barbara Kruger who emblazoned the warning "Your Body is a Battleground" over an image of a woman borrowed from a 1950s era magazine.
For women artists from Catholic backgrounds, feminist debates over the rhetorical meaning of the female body are complicated by the Catholic tradition's ambiguous messages about female sexuality. Working their way through these complexities, such artists exhibit a version of the Catholic Imagination distinctly female. The political and social uses of icons such as the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene, theological debates over the meaning of Mary's virginity and purity, and Catholicism's celebration of Mary's maternity, compassion, and strength are all raw materials from which they create personal visions of female identity and female sexuality. The internal contradictions evident in the Catholic version of femininity frequently serve as points of departure for profound and multilayered works of art.
The confl icting emotions engendered by women artists' contact with Catholicism are clearly evident in the work of Renee Cox. Cox is a striking AfricanAmerican woman of Jamaican descent who uses her own often naked body in photographic tableaux celebrating female power and eroticism. In the persona of her comic strip alter ego Raje, she depicts herself as Wonder Woman's Black Amazon sister who does battle with Western stereotypes of African-American women. Provocatively dressed in a revealing, Jamaican, tricolor superheroine outfi t, she has liberated Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben from their slave-based identities, snarled Times Square traffi c to prevent taxis from speeding past African-American customers, and challenged Nazis, the Ku Klux Klan, and other groups implicated in racism against her people.
Cox has also created a number of works that rework traditional religious themes in ways that question society's commitment to gender and racial equality. For "And They Shall Be Named," which was included in a 1995 exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York entitled "Black Male" and devoted to American society's negative stereotypes about black men, Cox created a photograph of a black man hanging from a cross. A poignant image of the victimization of the African-American male, it was also designed to draw attention to the participation of Christian slave owners in the institution of slavery. A similar message resonated in her 1993 reworking of the Pieta, with herself as a partially draped Virgin Mary holding the naked body of a supine black man. In her version of the Madonna and Child, she stands proudly naked, holding her own two-year-old son, intentionally confounding the offi cial denial of the Virgin's, and hence motherhood's, sexual side.
"Yo Mama's Last Supper," (1996) a work that sparked controversy in the Brooklyn Museum's 2001 survey of the work of Black photographers, is in a similar vein. A fi ve-panel photographic work, it recreates Leonardo da Vinci's Last Supper with an all black cast. In the center is Cox herself, taking Christ's position and holding her arms out in a benedictory gesture as she stands facing us in the nude. For Cox, the work was meant to challenge the way that both women and people of color have been written out of both the visual representations and the power structure of the Catholic Church.
Interestingly, Cox is not the fi rst to create a feminist reworking of the Last Supper. In a 1972 work entitled "Some Living American Women Artists," artist Mary Beth Edelson recreated the image using collaged faces of prominent women artists. And in the Brooklyn Museum's 2000 "Sensation" show, notorious for the controversy engendered when then New York Mayor Rudolph Guiliani condemned Chris Ofi li's "The Holy Virgin Mary," British artist Sam Taylor Wood presented Leonardo's tableau as a drunken revel with herself presiding bare-breasted over the melee. This white female Christ apparently escaped the mayor's notice during his excoriations of the Brooklyn museum's "anti-Catholicism."
Cox, however, immediately became a magnet for criticism, as the mayor's offi ce, William Donohue's Catholic League, and local offi cials of the Catholic Church joined forces in condemning the work as "a vulgar display of anti-Christian sentiment" (Schwartz and Rubin 2001, A1, 3) . The Jamaican-born artist, who was raised Catholic in Scarsdale, New York, decided that she had nothing to lose in challenging her attackers. In numerous newspaper and television interviews, including a face-off with Donohue sponsored by the First Amendment Center in New York, she defended her position. She insisted, "There are plenty of images of a nude Christ. . . . My guess after all of this hoopla is that it is a question of race. People have a problem with the fact that it's an African American woman at the head of the dinner table" (Croft "Using Her Body" 2001) . In a July 2001 interview, she told me, "I don't know what they're talking about, anti-Catholic. I grew up Catholic and I feel that as a Catholic and having been put through that, I have the right to critique it." And, she pointed out, the work was fi rst exhibited in the Oratorio di San Ludovico, a seventeenth-century Catholic Church, as part of the 1999 Venice Biennale, where its proximity to the Vatican caused no outcry.
For Cox, the issues raised by this piece and her other work revolve around the hypocrisy of the Catholic Church, whose message of love and mercy is belied by its treatment of woman and people of color, and around American culture's puritanical attitude toward the female body, especially when that body is black. She says, "I see it as: black women have been told: 'You're not 'it.' You're not supposed to be like yourself, you should be getting your hair straightened to appeal to a Caucasian standard of beauty.' I try to say 'No, you don't have to be that-it's a state of mind. Engage in self love.'" Regarding feminist criticism of her eroticized presentation of herself, she maintains, "I generate this imagery, I wasn't told to do this by some man. I derive pleasure from it. But when an African American woman does this there seems to be huge resistance. It's almost like you've committed a sin" (Cox interview 2001).
In her desire to derive pleasure from her body, Cox takes issue with the Church establishment's offi cial discomfort with female eroticism. Inscribing herself into time-honored religious tableaux, she draws attention to the sensuality and sexuality that permeate the Western tradition of religious art. She notes, "Christ on the crucifi x and the Virgin Mary were the fi rst images I saw. But I never found them inclusive of who I was as an African American woman of Jamaican descent. Mary is always about purity and trust, about the powerlessness of woman. So I wondered, how do I fl ip that? How do I inject what I want to say?" (Cox interview 2001) She solves the problem by representing Christ as a full-breasted female, a conception not without precedent in medieval art. Similarly she enacts the Madonna's loving relationship with her child in a way that does not deny her own sexuality. The female incarnational imagination allows her to declare, "I can be as sexual as I want and as powerful" (Cox interview 2001).
Even in the absence of controversy, this battle cry resonates for women artists raised as Catholics. Take, for instance, Kiki Smith. One of the most prominent artists on the contemporary scene, Smith has long acknowledged the infl uence of Catholicism on her creative imagination. She notes, "I was very infl uenced by the lives of the saints when I was a kid-you have a body with attributes and artifacts evoked by a sort of magic. Catholicism has these ideas of the host, of eating the body, drinking the body, ingesting a soul or spirit; and then of the reliquary, like a chop shop of bodies. Catholicism is always involved in physical manifestation of physical conditions, always taking inanimate objects and attributing meaning to them. In a way it's compatible with art" (Frankel 1998, 38) .
Much of Smith's art centers around the human body. She notes that she has moved from the inside out, beginning with explorations of birth imagery, moving through evocations of body fl uids and internal organs and fi nally representing skin, muscles, and then the entire human body. Working in a variety of media ranging from glass, paper, wax, and bronze and encompassing sculpture, installation, drawings, and prints, she has long been preoccupied with the beauty of the purely physical aspects of the human body. She has created exquisite glass stomachs and sperm, red stained paper skin and rolled paper umbilical cords, terra cotta rib cages, ceramic hearts, and bronze uteruses.
Smith's work directly challenges the revulsion that contemporary Americans feel toward the body and its processes. A set of life-size fi gures with trains of yellow glass urine or red glass menstrual blood trailing from their bodies deals directly with body fl uids and excretion. Of these, "Tale" (1992) is particularly unsettling. It consists of a naked female fi gure on all fours excreting a long trail of feces. Such works are meant to embody psychological conditions-the feeling of loss of control or of being unable to escape one's mental baggage.
While all of her work manifests a powerfully female incarnational imagination, manifesting Smith's sense that ". . . women don't separate their identity of self from their identity of themselves as bodies" (Schleifer 1991, 86) , she has also directly addressed her Catholic consciousness. A whole series of sculptures deal with the Virgin Mary in her various manifestations. On one hand, Smith sees the Virgin Mary as a "powerful female goddess fi gure" (interview by author, September 1996). But she is also deeply aware of the ambiguous messages Mary conveys about female sexuality. In particular, she was troubled about the submissive posture conventionally attributed to the Virgin. She told an interviewer, "The Virgin Mary always extends her arms, making the body vulnerable. Vulnerable and compassionate, but to be vulnerable is to lose insight. It makes you exposed. For me, to be that vulnerable, I think you could lose all your insides, losing your self. . . . I am angry that the Virgin Mary pays for her compassion by being neutered. . . . The position of the Virgin robs you of your femininity and sex" (Gould 1992, 3) .
Smith created works that dealt with this situation. To suggest how Mary had essentially given up her carnal nature for God, she created a full-fi gure sculpture of the Virgin Mary, fi rst out of pigmented wax and then in bronze (both 1992), in which she appears fl ayed, with her skin removed to expose the red tissue and veins beneath. She highlighted Mary's vulnerability with a paper sculpture in which a chain of paper intestines spilled from the Virgin's torso. She referred indirectly to the Virgin in a related work called "Mother" (1993) , where, recalling the nursing breasts of innumerable paintings of the Madonna and Child, rivulets of paper fl owed like milk from a woman's swollen breasts. A crouching white wax fi gure with abnormally extended arms is part curtseying debutante, part Virgin Mary "with her arms open, but here they're extended-it's like she's asking to be walked on" (Frankel 1998, 39) .
In contrast to these representations of female vulnerability, Smith has also paid homage to the Virgin's pagan origins. She confl ates Mary with such other female goddess fi gures as Shela-na-Gig, a Celtic goddess who, in Smith's representation, bends over to fl aunt her vagina; Nuit, Egyptian goddess of the sky, who is literally all arms and legs in Smith's version; and Daphne, the Greek nymph who escaped Apollo's unwanted advances by being transformed into a laurel tree. Through these transformations, Mary regains the sexuality and fecundity the Christian tradition has denied her.
Smith has also created a memorable sculpture of Mary Magdalene, the Virgin Mary's alter ego. Depicting the Magdalene as a wild, almost animal-like creature in her later years as a hermit in the desert, Smith pays homage to Donatello's famous version of this subject. However, while Donatello dresses Mary Magdalene in animal skins that hang loosely over her emaciated body, Smith depicts her naked, with a hairy voluptuous body, as if she had become resexualized by her return to an animal state. To accentuate the contrast between Catholicism's two versions of female nature, when Smith fi rst exhibited this work she placed it looking up at a sculpture of the Virgin Mary.
Sculptor Janine Antoni shares Smith's preoccupation with the body as a source of knowledge. Like Smith, she wants to understand the body from the inside out. However, her mode of exploration involves performance. Going back to endurance artists of the 1970s, she relies on ritualized and often painful actions that allow her, as she says, "to get back inside the body" (interview by the author, July 2001). She translates traditional artistic activities into body processes-making reference to the wildly abandoned brush work of the Abstract Expressionists in a work in which she paints the fl oor with her long hair dipped in hair dye; creating sculptures by chiseling large chunks of chocolate with her teeth, or molding lard by washing her body with it; and making a delicate drawing by beating mascara-loaded eyelashes against pieces of paper.
There are many ways to interpret Antoni's work. Commentators have linked it to feminism, to the magical transformations found in traditional fairy tales, to the social pathology of bulimia, and to psychoanalytic concepts of the self's passage from the imaginary realm into the symbolic order.
However, one of the most powerful readings of Antoni's works results when it is interpreted from the perspective of the Catholic imagination. This is a reading Antoni heartily endorses, and in fact the company she has formed to pursue her art projects is called "Immaculate Conception." Reviewing some of the modes she has used to shape her materials, she notes, "I like the idea of eating, the notion of incorporation and for that matter, communion. . . . Then there is the washing, which brings us to Baptism and holy water, not to mention Mary Magdalene drying the feet of Christ with her hair" (Bayless 1999, 164) .
Born in Freeport, Bahamas, Antoni attended Catholic School through high school and confesses that in second grade she wanted to be a nun. Her work returns obsessively to themes of birth, motherhood, and transformation. Frequently these are understood with reference to Catholic doctrines such as the Incarnation, Immaculate Conception, and the Transubstantiation of the Eucharist from bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. On occasion Antoni borrows directly from traditional religious art, adapting well-known images or motifs to suit her own purposes.
For instance, "Momme" (1995) is a photograph of an attractive, middle-aged woman in a long, white dress sitting quietly on a sofa beside a window fl ooded with light. Despite the serenity of the image, a disparate element interrupts its ordinariness. There is an anomalous third foot that emerges from beneath the hem of the long dress, between the woman's two bare feet. Looking more closely, we realize this foot belongs to another hidden fi gure who is nestled around her waist beneath the voluminous white dress.
Antoni notes that she was thinking about the eerie stillness of Jan Vermeer's interiors when she made this image. But even more, it is her version of the Annunciation-the woman, in fact her own mother, sits bathed in an almost unearthly light, pregnant with another person who turns out to be Antoni herself. On a table beside her mother is a framed photograph of Antoni's grandmother, completing the matrilineal line represented in the traditional Annunciation story by Mary and her mother, Anne.
A similar adaptation appears in "Coddle" (1998). This photograph suggests a traditional painting of the Madonna and Child, or alternately, a Pieta, in which the Virgin Mary cradles the dead body of her son after his Crucifi xion. In Antoni's version, the artist poses as the Virgin, her long hair falling over a face nearly lost in the shadows. The light instead picks out the center of the scene, where her hands gently hold, not a child or man, but her own bare leg. This disconcerting image is open to a variety of interpretations. From one perspective, the child is missing and has been transformed into a phantom limb by a mother who cannot endure her loss. Or, less tragically, the image reminds us that the child who emerges from its mother's womb is still, literally, a part of the mother's body.
Both photographs use the language of religious art to explore the meaning of mother love and the mysterious link between mother and child. Both in their own way deal with the idea of incarnation-bringing it back into the human realm, where we are asked to consider how each of us is, like Christ, a spirit made fl esh.
Antoni is best known for her works involving lard and chocolate. The materials themselves are rife with potentially religious associations: lard is white and chocolate is dark, raising the specter of Christian dualities of purity and defi lement, sacred and profane, heaven and earth. Antoni is also interested in them for their relationship to the body. Both are composed largely or wholly of fat, one of the body's major components. Chocolate, when ingested, returns to the body as fat, while lard is the fat used to create the soap that washes the body.
Antoni's work with these materials involves transformations, or to use the more religiously loaded term she prefers, transubstantiations. For "Gnaw" (1992), she laboriously chewed a large cube of chocolate and a large cube of lard until their tops and corners were worn away with her teeth marks. She shaped the chewed residue into two dozen chocolate boxes and three hundred lipsticks, which were then displayed in a kiosk made up to look like a department store display. Critics seized on the work as a commentary on bulimia, then a hot topic on the self-help circuit.
In fact, however, Antoni's concerns were more metaphysical. Drawing on her interest in the origin of these substances as fat, she saw this work as an investigation of cyclicality: the transformation of lard and chocolate into lipstick and candy boxes suggest how things that came from the body could be reshaped by a body process and returned to the body as decoration or food. Further, she notes, the action of chewing was important because it allowed her to connect with her materials in a deeply physical way, not unlike the way the Catholic believer becomes one with Christ by eating his body.
In 1993, Antoni returned to lard and chocolate for "Lick and Lather." For this work, she used her own head as the model for a set of casts in lard and chocolate. Then she proceeded to erode them by licking the chocolate busts and washing herself with the lard ones. When the features had been largely worn away, she displayed the busts on pedestals facing each other. Again, she was interested in the cycle of bodily activity, in coming into intimate contact with an image of herself through the actions of licking and lathering.
However, the work that speaks most dramatically to the idea of transformation and rebirth is "Eureka," also from 1993. The title of this work refers to the discovery of displacement of matter by the ancient Greek mathematician Archimedes. The story goes that Archimedes was asked by the king to measure how much gold was in his crown. He puzzled over this problem, even taking it with him to his bath, whereupon he was suddenly struck with the answer. Just as his body displaced an equal mass of water, so the gold in the crown could be measured by the amount of water it displaced. Shouting "Eureka," he leaped from his tub and ran naked through the city streets.
In Antoni's version, water is replaced by lard. Lowering herself into a bathtub fi lled with 400 pounds of lard, she extracted an amount equal to her body mass and turned it into a cube of soap with which she proceeded to wash herself until the edges were soft. Again, the work deals with the washing of body with body. It is also a striking image of rebirth. Antoni has remarked, "I think of the tub of lard as a womb image because lard is a material of the body" (Cappellazzo, 2000, 113) . In this, it also references resurrection. When displayed, the work consists of the lard-fi lled tub, in which the impression left by Antoni's body is still evident, and the cube of worn soap made from the displaced materials. The body has been transformed, reshaped, and reborn in the form of a soap cube, recalling the reunion with their glorifi ed bodies which the faithful will experience at the end of time.
Hypatia
Historian Marina Warner has pointed out that one of the most important aspects of Antoni's work is the way it challenges the traditional hierarchy of the senses (Warner 2000, 24) . While Western culture tends to privilege knowledge gained through the eyes, associating it with rationality, science, objectivity (and of course, maleness), Antoni turns to the more female-associated senses of taste, smell, sound, and touch. Her focus on the bond between mother and child reminds us that the child's fi rst connection to the mother's body, and hence to the outside world, is through non visual sensations-touching, suckling, smelling. Antoni's work is in large measure an effort to return to this kind of knowing, a knowing through the body that refl ects her incarnational consciousness.
The Virgin Mary is also deeply implicated in sculptor Petah Coyne's conception of femininity. Recalling her introduction to the ideals of womanhood inculcated in Catholic school, Coyne remarks, "When I look at the Virgin, I see the nuns. The nuns told us that the Virgin was the epitome of perfect womanhood. I thought that's what we would move into, I thought perfection was our given right. When I grew up, of course, I was bitterly disappointed" (interview by the author, July 2001).
Coyne grew up to become an artist without refl ecting deeply on her Catholic origins. Only later, in mid-life, did the subterranean Catholic motifs and themes that had always been there rise to the surface. Coyne's work essentially deals with the beauty of decay and imperfection. She fi rst gained widespread notice with oddly beautiful black sculptures composed of pods of wire coated with black casting sand that hung like mutant growths from the gallery ceiling. They had an unsettling animate appearance, halfway between plant and animal, and also seemed to speak, in some melancholy way, of death and loss.
These works, which Coyne began to call her "girls," were soon joined by white wax sculptures, equally amorphous in form, embedded with stuffed birds, artifi cial fl owers, and ribbons, often so deeply covered in wax as to be almost invisible. Commentators compared them to melting chandeliers and invoked Charles Dickens's Miss Havisham (Great Expectations 1860), who, upon being jilted on her wedding day, spent the rest of her life enclosed in a room with her decaying cake and slowly disintegrating wedding dress.
Coyne notes that she was taken aback when a critic referred to the "Catholic sensibility" in her work, but in retrospect there is clearly much justifi cation for such a description-the dualism of black and white, the fl esh-like surface of the work, the preoccupation with death and decay, the use of birds (Christian symbol of the Spirit), and fi sh, (Christian symbol of Christ). There was as well the relic-like preservation of dead animals and artifi cial fl owers, and in fact Coyne told an interviewer in 1988 "This is the residue of life, discarded things, and I'm trying to give them a second life. . . . That means, I guess, that I believe in heaven and hell" (Dobrzynski 1998, 1).
However, it wasn't until 1999 that the Catholic references in Coyne's work became explicit. In a series of sculptures created in the aftermath of the death of her brother, to whom she had been extremely close, Coyne began to incorporate standing plaster fi gures of the Madonna.
Like the other found objects that had made their way into her work, these had a poignant history. The plaster Madonnas came from a company that made religious statuary for churches. When Coyne inquired whether they had any that were damaged or imperfect that she might buy at a discount, she was shown a room full of discarded Virgins. She bought the whole lot and proceeded to use them in her work.
The fi rst works to use these elements combined the fi gures with horse hair given to Coyne by the artist Ann Hamilton. The Madonnas are placed against walls, their faces hidden and almost lost in the piles of coarse black hair. In a July 2001 interview with me, Coyne notes that she was thinking about a Japanese folk story about women who donated their hair to the temple, where it was woven into ropes that were at once dangerous and alluring. Here, the hair sexualizes the otherwise Virginal fi gures, while also giving them a mournful, even elegiac aspect.
In subsequent sculptures, Coyne covered the Madonna statues with layers of dripping wax and unlighted candles, making them into votive objects. She also began to set them into freestanding partitions, so that they had a dual aspect. From the front, one could see only the outlines of the Virgin's back curdled with layers of soft white wax. Mingled in the translucent wax were fl owers, birds, and even piles of white pillows. These latter bring to mind the billowing clouds upon which the Virgin is often seen fl oating in representations of her many apparitions. From the other side, one glimpsed the Virgin's plaster face peering though a hole in the wall. When these partitions were propped against the gallery wall, this latter aspect became almost secret, to be discovered only by the intrepid viewer willing to slip into the narrow space between partition and wall.
Thus Coyne was able to express her sense of the ambiguity of the female role: "Once I put them in the walls, what was behind became interesting," she remarks. "It was like the confessional. The backside is what the work really is. It's like a woman, where the outside is ornamental, but the real part is the inside which is not accessible" (interview, 2001) .
As Coyne's pre-Madonna work demonstrates, the incarnational imagination need not manifest itself in obvious Catholic imagery. And in fact, it may be powerfully present in work that seems on the surface to be the antithesis of religious imagery. This is the case with the work of Lisa Yuskavage, who gained notoriety in the late 1990s as part of the so called "Bad Girl" phenomena. As christened by the art press, the Bad Girls were younger women artists who seemed to have discarded the iconoclasm of their feminist foremothers, creating work that exulted in raunchy, titillating, and unabashedly pre-feminist depictions of female sexuality.
In her oil paintings, Yuskavage created overt images of budding female sexuality. Her pouting, barely pubescent girls fondle their swelling breasts and upturned nipples with unabashed pleasure. They are lovingly painted in layers of translucent oil paint to give their skin and surrounds a luminous glow. Often they are painted in settings that play on traditional conventions of eroticism, among them glowing sunsets, beads, fl owers, and pillows. At the same time there is something unsettling about these voluptuous maids-the lush brushwork and translucent light cannot camoufl age the fact that they seem to have more in common with the big-eyed waifs painted for the popular market by Walter Keane or to romance novel cover art than with nineteenth-century odalisques. Yuskavage's apparently unironic celebration of kitsch and her recourse to the tropes of low-rent seduction have made many critics uncomfortable. Deeming her creatures bimbos, nymphets, or Barbies, they debate whether the artist is exploding or reenforcing oppressive female stereotypes.
But in fact, Yuskavage had something very different in mind. She remarks that if she had not turned to the tradition of the female nude, she would have painted religious themes. The product of a close-knit Catholic family who numbers priests and nuns among her immediate relatives, Yuskavage sees these works as homage to the great traditions of Western art. "I'm not trying to piss people off," she says, noting that her work grows out of her intense respect for the authority of tradition. She is particularly interested in the way that the old masters used light as a metaphor for the divine. In her own work, she remarks, "light is the presence of goodness" (interview by author, August 2002).
At the same time, she acknowledges that her versions of the grand themes are deliberately "fl atfooted." The sexuality of her nudes is exaggerated. They are endowed with impossibly enlarged breasts, nipples, and buttocks. But running counter to these cultural symbols of eroticism is a sense of inner life that is essentially inaccessible to the viewer. In a very different way than Antoni or Smith, her images also defer to the idea of knowledge gained through the body rather than the intellect.
At the same time, Yuskavage's paintings illuminate the degree to which the language of popular devotional art resembles that of popular seduction. Soft focus representations of Christ with blond curls and bleeding heart evoke scenarios of desire, love, and willing submission remarkably similar to those exhibited by soft-focus romance novel heroines wrestling with overwhelming passion.
Yuskavage says she does not draw directly from Catholic kitsch, but acknowledges its pull on her. "Kitschy things are something I feel a great deal of compassion towards. People that I love have mirrored walls and plastic slipcovers all over their velvet lamp shades and their statues of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. I want to combine that nostalgia with my painting knowledge and not judge one as better than the other" (Close 1996, 6) .
For Catholic women artists, incarnational thinking provides a fruitful way to explore the dilemmas posed by contemporary feminism. In some cases, Catholicism's confl icts mirror societal ones. In others, Catholicism provides a visual language for reimagining oppressive roles and assumptions. Antoni talks about her concern that she was somehow betraying her belief in female equality when she created works that included Catholic-infl ected elements of submission and endurance, or when she immersed herself too deeply in the comfort of the mother-daughter relationship. Smith admits that she was long reluctant to talk about her attraction to Catholic motifs for fear that her work would be dismissed by members of the art establishment who equated religion with superstition and political reaction. Coyne sees her work as a rebellion against perfectionism and the demands it places on women in both its earthly and spiritual manifestations. Cox works out her anger at sexism and racial prejudice by reinventing traditional religious images in her own image. Yuskavage, less militant about feminism, struggles against ideological readings of her work that negate its spirituality or condemn its "politically incorrect" view of sexuality.
In Catholicism, the female body is less a battlefi eld than a minefi eld, intimately bound up with doctrinal and political struggles over contraception, abortion, virginity, and the nature and origin of sin. But, as the artists discussed here demonstrate, it is also a remarkable source of inspiration. Providing an alternative to starkly rationalist views about the separation of mind and body, female incarnational thinking offers a model for other forms of knowledge that do less violence to our sensate, feeling selves. Knowledge through the body, as both feminists and female Catholics concur, is knowledge that celebrates our sexual, sensual nature.
Note
This paper is an adaptation of a chapter from my forthcoming book, Postmodern Heretics: The Catholic Imagination in Contemporary Art. The concept of the Catholic, or incarnational, imagination draws on such works as Tracy 1990 , Greeley 2000 , Steinberg 1986 , and Bynum 1992 
